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Rehabilitating the Reader? &DMHWDQ,KHND¶VNaturalizing Africa 
 
&DMHWDQ,KHND¶VNaturalizing Africa: Ecological Violence, Agency, and Postcolonial 
Resistance in African Literature1 invites readers to entertain an ³aesthetics of proximity´2 
between the human and the non-human world. ,KHND¶VVWXG\LVZLGH-ranging, taking in 
primary texts from East Africa (Maathai, Farah), Southern Africa (Head, Mda, Coetzee), and 
Central and West Africa (Nganang , Ojaide, Okara, Okpewho, Tutuola, Okri). Aesthetic 
proximity, Iheka correctly asserts, is highly visible in a range of African literary texts. Such 
texts compel us to think through at least three dimensions of human and environmental 
SUR[LPLW\³PXOWLVSHFLHVSUHVHQFHLQWHUVSHFLHVUHODWLRQVKLSDQGGLVWULEXWHGDJHQF\´.3 
'LVWULEXWHGDJHQF\,KHNDFRQWHQGVLV³KLQJHGRQLQGLVWLQFWLRQ´PHDQLQJWKDW³FOHDUOLQHVRI
GHPDUFDWLRQV´4 between species begin to blur.  He demonstrates to readers that our received 
knowledges of African Literature open themselves to new perspectives once the agential 
qualities of the environment are recognized, along with human co-implication in the worlds 
of the non-human.  Iheka begins his study with a consideration of the dog narrator, 
Mboudjak, alongside the narrative relationsKLSRI0GD¶VThe Whale Caller with his cetacean 
companion. A highlight of this discussion is that the idea of narrative agency has to be 
reconsidered the moment we widen our characterological analysis beyond human principals. 
The environment, Iheka argues, has a stake in narrative outcomes and influences these 
outcomes the moment we accommodate its agency within our readings. Iheka moves on, in 
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Chapter 2, to consider the effects of war upon the human and non-KXPDQ³FKDUDFWHUV´LQ
1XUUXGLQ)DUDK¶VRHXYUH7Ke triumph of this chapter is to read animal life, especially lions 
and elephants, for a ³moral conscience´5 born of and resistant to the ecological impacts of 
war. Thus, in Secrets, the killing of Fidow by an elephant is readable not only as revenge for 
the animal-FDWFKHU¶V³LQGLVFULPLQDWHNLOOLQJ´EXWDOVRDVWKHDQLPDO¶s acting out of species 
trauma.6 7KHORJLFDOFRQFOXVLRQRIWKLVOLQHRIDUJXPHQWLVWKDWDJHQF\LQ)DUDK¶VWH[WVPLJKW
be considered to be distributed, applied on the basis of the chaotic impacts of human violence 
upon humans, but also RQWKHEDVLVRIYLROHQFH¶V collateral damage on environmental actors. 
War itself becomes visible as an ecology in this moment. In Chapter 3, Iheka focuses on the 
despoliation of the Niger Delta, consequent upon oil prospecting and extraction. Here, he 
identifies a paradox which amounts to a fault-line in postcolonial approaches. The 
communities and activists who oppose environmental wreckage use strategies ± oil-bunkering 
and the bombing of oil installations7 ± that are themselves harmful to the environment. In this 
sense, the resistant postcolonial subject may be complicit with the destructive neocolonial 
order she seeks to oppose. Chapter 4 provides a corrective to this paradox of polluting 
³HQYLURQPHQWDOUHVLVWDQFH´,KHNDGUDZVRQDQRQ-ILFWLRQWH[W:DQJDUL0DDWKDL¶VPHPRLU, 
Unbowed, to show how her reverence for plant life and her activism were forged through 
indigenous knowledge systems acquired from her mother8 before and during the Mau Mau 
insurgency ± when she and other girls sheltered in forests during Mau Mau raids.9 Here, the 
entanglement of a climate of resistance and the formation of an ecological consciousness 
FXOPLQDWHLQ0DDWKDL¶Vlater guerrilla tree-planting activities and KHU*UHHQ%HOW0RYHPHQW¶V
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mobilisation of communities in re-forestation initiatives. The notion of gardening is played 
out further by considering oppositional practices linked to the landscape: %HVVLH+HDG¶Vco-
operative agriculture in When Rain Clouds GatherDQG&RHW]HH¶V0LFKDHO.¶s planting of 
seeds to reclaim his own history.10 Iheka ends his book with an epilogue calling upon readers 
for a rehabilitation of the humanE\ZKLFKKHPHDQV³GHFHQWHULQJWKHKXPDQZKLOe elevating 
nonhumans to a level where their agency and needs are not subordinated to those of human 
beings.´11 
 
While Iheka makes a number of timely and astute interventions which amount to a landmark 
contribution to African environmental theory, his monograph also invites us to move beyond 
its own foundations and key terms. I think that the most radical implication of African 
Environmental HXPDQLWLHVUHVHDUFKDQGLQGHHG,KHND¶VFDOOWRUHKDELOLWDWHWKHKXPDQLVWKDW
we need to rethink the premises upon which our own species thinks itself and acts in its 
perceived interests. ³Rehabilitating the human´LQ,KHND¶VVXJJHVWLYHShrase, might require 
us to undertake acts of progressive self-undoing. These acts are vital, given that we are hard-
wired to consume and pollute.12 These acts of acquisition and waste are built into our earliest 
ideas of how we constellate ourselves out of the object world from which we first distinguish 
our subjecthood. In a signal passage on the formation of introjective and projective fantasies, 
Melanie Klein sets out the early psychic mechanisms that will proceed to become the basis 
for our mature identifications: 
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 $OVRWKHDWWDFNVRQWKHPRWKHU¶VEUHDVWGHYHORSLQWRDWWDFNVRID
similar nature on her body, which comes to be felt as it were as an 
extension of the breast, even before the mother is conceived as a 
complete person. The phantasied onslaughts on the mother follow two 
main lines: one is the predominantly oral impulse to suck dry, bite up, 
VFRRSRXWDQGUREWKHPRWKHU¶VERG\RILWVJRRGFRQWHQWV>@7KH
other line of attack derives from the anal and urethral impulses and 
implies expelling dangerous substances (excrements) out of the self 
and into the mother. Together with these harmful excrements, 
expelled in hatred, split-off parts of the ego are also projected on to 
the mother or, as I would rather call it, into the mother.13 
 
The mother is WKHFKLOG¶VILUVWODQGVFDSH± a template for its later environmental relations. 
Introjection is founded upon nutritional acquisition through extraction. Projection is founded 
upon excretive waste. The problem is that both modes (expulsive, incorporative) are self-
invested. In introjection, we associate sustenance with the good (occasionally whole) self. In 
projection, we associate waste with fragments of the self that we do not want, that we wish to 
repudiate. Our own psychic self-constitution is inseparable from these environmentally 
unfriendly infantile modes. We never escape these infantile modes. They persist in our 
mature identifications and repudiations; most overtly, for instance, in the projective 
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repudiations of the racist or the sexist.14 The difficulty in rehabilitating the human is that it 
would require either an undoing of our identificatory paleo-forms, or it would require the 
institution of a new psychic mode that works beyond their foundational mechanisms. 
 
To an extent, Iheka suggests a route out RIWKLVELQGZKHQKHDUJXHVWKDW+RPL%KDEKD¶V
ZRUNPLJKWEHXVHGWRFKDOOHQJHWKHIL[LW\RIKXPDQLGHQWLW\DQGWRZRUN³DJDLQVWWKHQRWLRQ
RIKXPDQH[FHSWLRQDOLVP´$PELYDOHQFHVRLPSRUWDQWLQ%KDEKD¶VLGHQWLILFDWRU\
lexicon, is also a Kleinian term in which the schizoid position (comprised of the extremes of 
introjection and projection) may be surmounted. Ambivalence, for Klein, is accompanied by 
acts of reparation to the mother15 and the sustaining of mixed dispositions towards her and 
ourselves. 0RUHRYHULQWKH³GHSUHVVLYHSRVLWLRQ´WKDWVXFFHHGV.OHLQ¶VVFKL]RLGSRVLWLRQWKH
infant apprehends the mother as a whole, as more than the sum of her part-objects. Taken 
further, such ambivalence might become a viable project for the environmental subject, co-
implicated at every turn in the impacts of its self-placement upon its world. 
 
Iheka does not undertake an environmental critique of Literature as an institution, reading as 
a practice, nor literary narrative as a basis for environmental theory. I want to offer something 
like the beginnings of such a critiqueLQVSLUHGE\,KHND¶VIUXLWIXODSSURDFK. The trouble with 
the Humanities is that they presume the human at their foundations. Literary study is no 
exception. Too often, we read for honorarily human protagonists in the inert realms of the 
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book (paper, after all, is dead wood). Cajetan Iheka¶Vgreat skill lies in persuading us to read 
for the nonhuman too. He insists upon considering narrative in terms of all of its nonhuman 
presences, LQFOXGLQJDQ³DVKVWRUP.´16 Perhaps the primary nonhuman presence in literary 
scholarship is the book itself, that inert object that so many well-intentioned readers imbue 
with honorary (human) life. If the project of literary reading is to animate the inert, this too 
might serve as a kind of short-hand for the challenge confronting our species as it relates to 
its global environment. Ecologically-DWWHQWLYHUHDGHUVPLJKWDWWXQHWKHLUWKRXJKWWRWKHERRN¶V
constant, inert accompaniment of their practice. From this might flow a consideration of the 
co-implication of reading subject and its textual object. Reading, in sum, models the 
challenge to bring a dying planet back to its life, and not our own.   
 
Another route out of the identificatory bind is suggested LQ,KHND¶VUHDGLQJRI$PRV
7XWXROD¶VILFWLRQ7XWXROD¶VWKHULDQWKURSLFSURWDJRQLVWVH[HPSOLI\ZKDW,KHNDFDOOV
³LQGLVWLQFWLRQ´VRWKDW³ZKHQDEXVHLVPHWHGRXWWRDKXPDQFRZRUDKXPDQKRUVHWKHWH[W
forces us to bridge the distance between these bodies, and to imagine the impact of such 
punishment upon our human bodies by way of appreciating the abuse often suffered by 
nonhuman life forms.´17 7KHVWDNHVRI³LQGLVWLQFWLRQ´DUHDVWXWHO\MXGJHGLQWKLVSDVVDJHEXW
it seems a pity that Iheka does not source similar theories of indistinction from their 
widespread occurrence within African vernacular philosophical traditions. In such vernacular 
philosophies, the human exists in a radically mutable form. The human readily transforms 
into other selves, whether they are animal, plant, or monstrous. While such extra-human 
transformations might at first seem politically disabling for Africans who have habitually 
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IRXJKWFRORQLDOLVP¶VOHJDFLHVIRUDUHFRJQLWLRQRIWKHLUKXPDQLW\DV,KHNDZLVHO\LQVLVWV18 
they also provide a basis for the fuller humanity of both the newly decolonized and the 
erstwhile oppressor, who might jointly aspire to become more than, simply, human. 
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